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QldEnglish 
pewter 

Used extensively in the 17th century, ' 
it declined later in the face of competition from the potteries, 
but revived as tavern drinking became popular in the 19th, 

Albert Bartram explains. 
'''' ' 

C onsidering that pewter was ' 
the most widely used base 

- metal during the 17th' cen- ' 
tury, it is surprising how 

very few people" including antique 
dealers, know what pewter is. Most will 
say - or ask - is it an alloy oflead? In fact, 
pewter is an alloy of , tin. It contains 
approximately 95 per cent tin, 4 'per cent 
copper and I per cent antimony. When 
pewter is first cast and ' turned, it is a ' 
'bright metal rather akin to silver but due 
to its softness it pas a softer sheen.Pe-wter 
retains its brightness for long periods, in 
fact when pewter is polished , it will 
remain bright at least a couple ' of 
years, and only when' it ' has been 
neglected for many years does it become 
dull, and a hard black oxide forms over its 
surface. This is the condition in which we 
sometimes find antique pewter, which is 
the concern of this article. ' 

Pewter has been made in Britain since 
the Roman occupation and numerous 
pewter bowls, -plates etc. have been­
unearthed during excavations. ,: Also, a 
comparatively large number of medieval 

' pewter pilgrim's badges have been found 
during dredging operations around the 
Thames embankment. There are also the 
Sepulchral chalices made from pewter 
and buried with Ecclesiastics. Some of 
these chaJices are in remarkably good 
condition and have not deteriorated since 
the day they were made, circa 1400. It 
was not until the 17th century however 
that the manufacture of pewter really 

-, 

thrived, not only in Britain, but the 
whole of Europe. Its popularity was due 
to its ease of manufacture, durability and 
the fact that tin was mined in Cornwall. 

Artefacts were made by melting the 
pewter, which melts at a comparatively 
low temperature (250 degrees centigrade) 

Figure I A Stuart plate. Diam 24.1 cm (91 ill) by 
Belljamill Black.vell, LOlldoll . Tlte wltole SlIrface bearillg 
well-de filled hamme,marks fo, decoratioll alld 
cOllsolidatioll of the metal, Note ' hallmarks' alld oWlle,s 
illitials I.R. 011 the frOllt Of the multiple-reeded rim, Rim 
styles call dete,mille the period wltell the plate was made, 
This plare was made ci,ca 1690, Author's collectioll. 
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Figure 2 The ilIuslralioll sho.vs a plate mould, 011 the 
righl the mould which is madefrom brollze, is hillged mid ' 
open alld closes like a book. 011 the left, the mould is 
closed showillg the plate cast ill posilioll. . 

and casting it in bronze moulds, To make 
a dish, the molten metal would be poured 

· into a bronze two":piece mould (Figure 2) 
and when cool, the rough-cast dish was 

· remo~ed from the mould, fitted to a lath~ 
and finished by turning; the curved 
portion of the dish would then be 

· hammered to consolidate and strengthen 
the· metal. ' Sometimes dishes would' be 
·hammered all 'over as in Figure 1. Finally, 
the pewterer would strike his trademark 
or touchmark on the dish by using a steel 
punch and some of these punches with ·· 
their 'fine detail are works of art in 
themselves, Apart from his main toil ch­
mark, the pewterer also had secondary 
marks and hallmarks which he struck on 
the rims of dishes as in (Figures 1 & 7) . A 

.good example ofa pewterer's touchmark . 
and secondary marks is illustrated ' in 
Figure·3. For such an important industry 
it is not surprising that the pewterers 
were represented by a Gu'ild, and this was 
the Worshipful Company of Pewterers, 
then in Lime Street in the City of 
London. London was the main centre of 
the pewter industry although pe.wterers 
also practised all over the country, in 
York, Ludlow, Wigan and the West 
Country. The Worshipful Company 
regulated the pewterers to a considerable 
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degree, it laid down the standard of metal 
to be used, the 'length of time that an 
apprentice must serve, (seven years). ' It 

. employed 'Searchers' to find sub stand­
,ard pewter and fined the makers. It also 
decreed . that no pewterer should work 
after dark. 

An apprentice, having served his term 
of apprenticeship with a Master Pew-terer: 
was required to submit to the Worshipful 
Company a' test' piec~; and on approval of 
this piece he became a journeyman who 
n~rm~lIy carried on working for the 
Master ' Pewterer, but he could, jf · he 
wished, and also had the required capital, 
set up his own business. Having set up his 
own business he would be required to 
attend the Worshipful Company's Hall 
and strike his touch mark on a large 
rectangular pewter plate along with 
other pewterers' touchmarks. These 
plates dating from circa 1670 to 1900 are 

. still in existence and kept at Pewterers 
. Hall. The domestic use of pewter domi­

nated the whole of the 16th and 17th 
centuries. Porcelain had not yet been 
discovered in Europe although the 
Chinese had been making it and keeping 
it a secret for 2000 years, and glass making 
did not reach any practical perfection 
until Ravenscroft produced his lead glass 
at the latter part of the 17th century. The 
only other mediums were pottery, Delft­
ware and stoneware, so a huge r'ange of 
items were made from pewter. Plates, 
dishes, measures, bowls, spoons, salts, 

. , ' ~ .-'. \ ; . " . • ~ . ' . , ' . ~ ," ,-,j' \ . . . . ' . 

Figure 3 Example of a pewlerer's loucl.mark alld" 
secondary marks showll actual size: These marks were 
pUllched olllhe pewterers' wares usillg hardelled sleel 
pllllches. TI.is 1011 ell/nark belonged 10 Richard Killg , 
w!Jose business was ill Gracious Street, Lotldou ;11.1750. 

ILONDON) 

candlesticks, porringers, inkstands, fun­
nels, tankards, colanders, syringes. In the 
ecclesiastical field there were communion 
flagons, patens, chalices, baptismal basins, 
collecting boxes, alms dishes and chris­
matories. Where did the peWterers 
obtain their inspiration for . the style of 
their wares? There can be little doubt that 
it was from contemporary silverware. 
Such items as posset pots (Figure 4) 
Communion Flagons (Figure 6) were 
almost exact copies of their silver 
counterparts. This also applies to lidded 
tankards, porringers, spoons, salts and all 
items for Church use, although it is true 
to say that the pewterers did add their 
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Figure 4 kpossel 1'01 oJcirca 1700 . The body bear's Ihe 
10llclmiarks oJ arrullkllOWII pewlerer. Nole Ihe gadroolled 
base alld decoraled halldles, similar 10 sillier examples,!! . 
Ihe sallle period. 15 .2 cm (6 ill). Alllhor's collectioll . 

own individual differences. There were 
also wares that were peculiar t.o the 
pewterer such as wine measures (Figure 5) 
tavern tankards and measures. 

'T' , , he fact that pewter 'and " 
..., " silver. styles were identi-

. cal III many respects 
brings to mind the old 

adage that pewter was 'the poor man's 
silver>'however this is far from the truth 
since most titled families had garnishes of 
pewter with their armorials engraved 
thereon (Figure 7). 

The decoration of pewter by engrav­
ing was also carried out on plates and 
tankards during the 17th century, but 
whereas on silver the decoration was 

executed by line engraving, on pewter 
being a soft metal it was done by the 
unique method known as 'wrig'gled 

'work'. The design was drawn on the 
surface , of the pewter and then a tool 
rather like a small screwdriver or chisel 
was rocked from side to side, pivoting on 
its ' corners at each step in zig-zag form 
and following the drawn outline of the 
design. The result can be seen in Figure 8 
and ' various effects can be created with 
wider bladed tools, and by varying the 
pressure. Various designs were used, 
depicting flowers ' and foliage, animals 
and coronation souvenirs ofWilliam and 
Mary . . If the 17th Century was the 
Golden Age of the pewterer, the 18th 
'century, particularly the latter part, saw 
its decline. ' At the same time a very 
important change occurred in the drink­
ing habits of the British people - they 
turned increasingly to warm beverages, 
particularly tea, and this change favoured 
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, the , potter. The rise of the potteries in 
Staffordshire with their decorative styles, 
the emergence of porcelain and glass, 
effectively brought about the end of the 
pewter industry. Bankrupt<;ies were rife, 
'the following is a report from an Exeter 
paper of 1776. 'Last week the tinners in 
Cornwall rose against the introduction of 
large quantities of Staffordshire and other 
earthenware. A hundred in ;i body went 
to Redruth on market day and broke all . 

, the wares they could meet with!' 
'There was one bright light ' for the 

pewterer. From 1780 .onwards the 
number of Public Houses increased due 
to the switch from home b~ewing and 
these Public Houses needed tavern tank­
ards. Furthermore, after 1830 duty was 
removed from beer and anyone was 
allowed to sell it to the public provided 
he had a licence. Beer drinking rose 
tremendously, and so did the production 
of pewter tavern tankards of the type 
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Figure 5 A balllster lIIea.<IIre ,vithftatlid alld oIqllart old 
Ellglish /Ville stalldard. Tl,is exalllple /Vas lIIade by JollII 
Fassoll ~rBishopsgate, LOlldoll, circa t750. . 
H ZO.3 {/II (8 ill). The sty/ds peCl/liar to pewterware 
alt/lollgh it /IIay have evolvedIom, the earlier leather 
blackjacks. Author's col/eetioll. 

Figure 6 Ajine Charles lpewter co/lllml/liollfia<~oll 
Ivith • bUll' lid. Thisexamplervas made by E.G . a 

• , ,-prolific, but unknown maker of this type offiagoll. 
1I1i't:?J'-C~z6.7 cm (lot in); Circa 1640. Author's 

col/eetion. 

shown in Figure 9. Apart from tankards 
there was a need for measures, spitoons, 
beakers and funnels. the production ·of 
these items continued until about 1900 · 

when the pewter trade effectively came 
to an end. . Out of this enormous 
pewtering ·industry spanning over three · 
centuries, what remained? It is still 
possible to find I7th century dishes and 
chargers in shops ·and auction rooms, 
although flagons of . this period are 
extremely rare and difficult to find. The 
most common items to befound are 18th 
century plates, dishes and 19th century 
tavern tankards and measures. The reason 
for this shortage can partly be laid at the 
door of the pewterers themselves for they 
allowed a generous discount on old 
pewterware. Worn or damaged pewter 
was taken to the pewterer, melted down 
and refashioned into new. The other 
reason for the shortage of antique pewter 
is that large quantities were melted down 
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for the 'war -effort' during two World 
Wars. For those who are able to find old 
pewter, it is interesting to be able to 
identify the-touchmarks impressed on it. 
The pewter collectors 'bible', is Howard 
Cotterell's Old Pewter It's makers and 

Marks which illustrates and describes 
some 5000 touch marks and includes 
photographs of the five touch plates at 
Pewterers Hall. Cotterell also provides 
such information as the date of the 

pewtl:rer's election to the Company and 
where he practised. 

Fakes are an important problem, 
particufarly with pewter, which has been 
collected since circa 1900. Many repro­
ductions were made during the early part 
of this century, not intended to defraud, 
they have now acquired a patination 
which makes it difficult to differentiate 
them from the genuine earlier pieces. 
There were also deliberate forgeries and 

.. :.' .. 

Figure 7 A broad-rimmed plate or paten . Diam. 
27.3 cm (lOi in) offine proportions. Thefront of tile 
rim is engraved with an armorial bearing, within 
Stuart mantling_ Made by Richard Alien , London 
Circa 1670, whose' hallmarks' are struck on thefront of 
the rim . Author'scolleetion. 

fakes of the more desirable items for 
which high prices are asked even now. It 
is almost impossible adequately to des­
cribe the difference between a fake, and 
the genuine article, but over years of 



Figure 8 One of a pair of very fine marriage plates 
(presented to a newly married couple) engraved in 
wriggled-work with a Pelican in her Piety, indicative 
of the sheddillg of Christ's bloodfor humanity. Made 
by NicholasJacksoll ,London, circ111703. 22.8 cm 
(9 in) . Collection.ofMr Frank Holl: 

handling antique pewter, a collector 
acquires :i 'feel; for the gcnuine article. 
The late R.F. Michaelis. onc of the 

. doyens of the pewter world: came nearest 
to it when he stated that antique pewter 
has an indefinable 'porosity' whereas 
aged pewter has a s~rt of greasy dense feel 

. to it. My advice is . to handle as much 
genuine pewter as you can, from fellow 
collectors, shops,museums, and to read 
the many books on . pewter that are 
available today; also, always buy from a 
well established dealer, one who special-
ises, if possible. -

'T he most common item of 
. pewterware to be found 
'. today is ' ~he tavern tank-

ard, (Figure 9) andbul­
bous measures. Tanka~ds come in quart, 

'. pint and half pint capacities, the measures 
which are of a pleasing bulbous form can 

. sometimes be found in sets ranging from 
quart down to quarter gill. Apart from 
touch marks found on tavern tankards, 
they were often engraved with the name 
of the publican and the public house 
where they were used, and a satisfying 
collection of tankards can be made from 
various 'pubs', some' famous, some now 
demolished, possibly even your own 
local 'pub'. 

.... - .":.:'~ .. ,.: .... ,.,.,.: ...•. ,.' ..•. :,'.' 
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Figure 9 A pint tavern iimkard mat/e byMunden & 
Grove, Londoll, circa 1800. Thollsands of these 
pewter tankards were made between 1780-1850 to 
satisfy the ill creased beerconsumption of the British 
public. The tankard is engraved' Ias Flitl/, Old Parrs 
Head, Swallow Street' . 11.4 cm (41 illS). Author's 
collection. 

These tankards also '· bear an excise 
mark, for example VR31 ', which was 
stamped on the tankard by the Customs 
and Excise Officer when he visited a 'pub' 
to verify that · the capacities of the 
tankards complied with Imperial Stand­
ards. The letters 'V.R.' stood for Victoria 
Regina, and the figure ' 3 I ' indicated the 
area in which the tankard was used. 
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